into account in understanding the development of a profession and its knowledge base.
The main part of the article considers evidence from social work texts on the political impact of systems theory in social work. The next section deals with the historical question about how and why systems theory had an impact on social work and how and why it developed as it did. The following section deals with developments in systems theory after its initial impact. This focuses on ecological systems theory and networking. The following section deals with the relationship of systems theory in social work with family therapy. In the concluding section, I set out some aspects of a political analysis of systems theory in social work, which, I argue, offers a helpful contribution to our understanding of how professional knowledge develops in social work.
The Origins and Development of Systems Theory in Social Work
The first major impact of systems theory on social work was in the 1970s (Howe, 1987; Payne, 1997) , and the first issue (as raised above) was why this happened at that date. Four arguments may be considered. First, the intrinsic argument proposes that the ideas which formed systems theory became available to social work and were incorporated into the body of social work knowledge. Second, the reactive argument suggests that systems theory was taken up in reaction to available theories. Although systems theory may have been in existence earlier than the 1970s, it is because it solved some of the failings of existing theories that it gained its strongest impact then. Third, the developmental view proposes that systems theory adds to the body of social work knowledge an element that was not previously available. It became successful because it offers that extra something. Fourth, the contextual argument suggests that systems theory became successful and, except in family therapy and in the USA, declined in importance in response to particular social contexts in time and place. I examine the evidence for each of these propositions and argue that contextual understanding is crucial to appreciating how systems theory had its impact; the other arguments are insufficient.
The Intrinsic Argument
This argument proposes that systems theory was intrinsically important to social work. The corollary of this argument would be that it became important in the 1970s as its ideas became available to social work. The leading theorist of social systems theory is von Bertalanffy. Although von Bertalanffy's (1968 Bertalanffy's ( , 1971 book is sometimes quoted as the source of systems theory in social work and was published shortly before the major impact on social work, Hearn's (1969b) bibliography on systems theory in social work and Stein (1971) refer to works published in the 1950s and earlier. It cannot therefore be assumed that the interest in systems ideas sprang rapidly from von Bertalanffy's most comprehensive statement. Occasional publications in social work such as Lutz's (1956 ) and Hearn's (1958) early books were available, and psychological and management literature applying systems theory ideas were also available at this time (cited by both Hearn and Stein) .
The most obvious historical marker for the first impact of systems theory in social work, however, was a conference and subsequent publication promoted by the American Council on Social Work Education , the leading American organization in social work education. This booklet was influential in extending interest beyond Hearn's promotional role. However, this, Hearn's (1974) account in the first edition of Turner's (1974) widely used edited text on theory and Stein's (1971) discussion still rely heavily on the systems literature in the behavioural and organizational worlds. Moreover, systems theory's impact at this time must have been minimal, because the influential and very widely used classic text on theory by Roberts and Nee (1970) does not cover it. Even the account of family therapy in this volume (by F. H. Scherz, 1970) , while it asserts that a major theoretical assumption of family therapy is that the family is a system, focuses mainly on psychodynamic interventions.
The first major impact of systems theory in social work arose from the almost simultaneous publication of two American texts, those of Goldstein (1973) and Pincus and Minahan (1973) , offering a comprehensive account of social work from a systems perspective. In the UK, their influence was boosted by these authors' participation in a major conference in Dundee (Ainsworth and Hunter, 1975) and interest at the National Institute for Social Work. In part, this was influenced by the presence of the Californian academic, Harry Specht, on a fellowship at the Institute. An influential collection of articles, again strongly representing Goldstein and Pincus and Minahan, was published in the Institute's series of books, co-edited by Specht and Vickery (1977) . The ferment of this period is indicated by the University of Birmingham's publication of a less well-known collection; here the entire social work education programme was remodelled on systems lines (Olsen, 1978) . Therefore, while von Bertalanffy's major work may have crystallized and promoted systems theory more strongly, interpreters and promoters of systems ideas in social work made the major impact, not having succeeded in doing so with their early work. Moreover, both Goldstein's (1973) and Pincus and Minahan's (1973) books are general social work texts, and do not, therefore, confine themselves to systems theory. Goldstein's central uses of systems theory treat clients as systems in themselves and as in a system (Chap. 4), treats the social worker-client relationship as a change system (Chap. 5) and the organization within which change takes place as a change environment (pp. 121ff.). Pincus and Minahan (1973: 3) describe the focus of social work as 'on the interactions between people and systems in the social environment'. They argue that people are assisted by resource systems and that two of four purposes of social work are to link people with resource systems and promote the effective working of these systems. The other two purposes are to enhance the problem-solving and coping capacities of people and contribute to social policy. They identify four major systems within social work: a change agent system, a client system, a target system and an action system. Both books focus strongly on worker-client relationships, and present social work as a phased process. For Goldstein these were a role induction, core and ending phase. For Pincus and Minahan, the phases are seen as skill areas: assessment, data collection, initial contact-making, negotiating contracts, forming action systems, maintaining and coordinating action systems influencing people and terminating the change effort. These works seem concerned to do two things. First, they describe existing ideas about client-worker relationships in systems terminology. Second, they use systems ideas to incorporate work with a wider environment than the client-worker relationship into the mainstream of practice.
It is likely that the availability of systems ideas was not the major factor in their impact on social work in the 1970s. The ideas had been available for longer than a quarter of a century, influencing related areas of study, and there had been early interpreters within social work. All this was to little effect until interpreters used systems ideas in a wider context of social work. Even so, systems ideas were not at the centre of their work. We must look further than the availability of systems ideas to social work in the late 1960s and early 1970s to explain their sudden rise in influence.
The Reactive Argument
This argument proposes that systems theory was successful because it reacted to problems perceived with theories in existing use. The late 1960s and early 1970s were a period of theoretical ferment in which the dominant psychodynamic theory was under attack (Payne, 1992) . The criticisms of psychodynamic theory came from two directions.
One attack came from empiricist and behavioural standpoints, which were connected. Early research was demonstrating that the typical mode of psychodynamic social work was ineffective in achieving wide-ranging results. It was summarized in Fischer's (1973 Fischer's ( , 1976 work, published at the same time as the most influential systems theory texts. What Reid (1994) described as the empirical practice movement was being seen in psychology faculties in American universities. It claimed that the evidence supporting behavioural models of practice was stronger than that supporting psychodynamic practice. Promoters of this view published practice texts designed to promote behavioural practice and ideas (e.g. Fischer and Gochros, 1975; Gambrill, 1977; Fischer, 1978) . These developments led to a continuing literature linking empirical confirmation of effectiveness with behavioural or related modes of social work practice. At the same time, based on empirical research and with some relationships with behavioural models (Howe, 1987: 83) , task-centred practice emerged. The main expositions of task-centred practice were published in the mid-1970s Epstein, 1972a, 1972b; Reid, 1978) , again at the Payne: The Politics of Systems Theory within Social Work same time as works on systems theory became prominent. The period of its impact is indicated by its inclusion in the second (1978) edition of Turner's edited text on social work theory, but not the first (1974) .
In contrast with systems theory, which derived from sociological work although it had an impact on psychology, behavioural practice derived primarily from a base of psychological discipline. However, radical social work, another theoretical development of the period, was also sociological in origins, based on Marxist socialist theory. The most influential publication, Bailey and Brake's (1975a) edited text, still cited as groundbreaking in Turner's (1996) fourth edition, and its successor (Brake and Bailey, 1980) spanned the period of the greatest impact of systems theory. Galper's (1975 Galper's ( , 1980 related American works appeared over a like period. Corrigan and Leonard's (1978) influential work also appeared at this time, in the mid-1970s. Radical social work attacks the dominance of a psychological basis for social work practice: 'The influence in particular of psychology has led to an over-emphasis on pathological and clinical orientations to the detriment of structural and political implications . . . Where critical debate has arisen, it has been reformist rather than radical . . .' (Bailey and Brake, 1975b: 1) .
However, this psychological base was primarily seen, for historical reasons, as psychodynamic. Pritchard and Taylor (1978: 74) , in another text reviewing radical conceptions of social work, say: '[t]he psycho-pathological approach . . . evolved from the psycho-analytically oriented school of social work'. Pearson (1975: 41) claims that psychodynamic theory allowed social workers to deal with some of the central conflicts in their practice: 'Psychoanalysis -in the bowdlerized form which has been popular in social work -contained the same compelling qualities around which social work could organize itself professionally and conceptually . . . '. Goldstein (1975: 19) , discussing systems ideas, presents psychodynamic ideas as central to social casework: 'With its all-encompassing explanation of human behavior and its prescriptions for treatment, psychoanalysis became the therapeutic model for the profession and defined its direction for years to come. ' Leonard (1975: 49-50 ) comments on the development of social work methods: 'the newer developments have proved difficult to incorporate into the classical paradigm of social casework. Given the early reliance on psychoanalytic models of treatment with their emphasis on technique . . .'.
Again, this demonstrates an assumption of reaction against psychodynamic influences in social work methods. Radical theory, which was developing at the same time as systems ideas were affecting social work, very clearly sets out to oppose a classical or conventional social work represented by psychodynamic theory.
The early literature on systems theory does not communicate this reaction. It is, rather, seen as developing a new set of ideas. Hearn's (1974) account of systems theory contains the story of a personal odyssey from early acquaintance with psychological uses of systems ideas. His edited collection contains both Polsky's (1969) discussion of Parsonian and other sociological ideas on social systems as well as more biological ideas presented by Lathrope (1969) , who presents an outline of systems ideas useful in social work; other writers in this collection apply systems ideas in specific research (Polsky) , in organizing social work education (Shafer, 1969) and in field instruction (practice learning, Shulman, 1969) .
To go further, systems theory was promoted because of its consistency with previously existing ideas. Thus, Stein (1971: 148-51) claims:
systems theory is compatible with and supportive of the notion that casework is psycho-social, that problems are to be understood in terms of both internal and external factors, and that the caseworker's focus is on the person-in-situation configuration . . . [S]ystems theory . . . provides a scientific framework for the long-standing values of social casework . . . is compatible with but gives greater breadth and scope to the goals of social casework.
Both Goldstein (1973) and Pincus and Minahan (1973) also do not claim to be reacting against more conventional social work ideas, because their purpose is to present a general social work text. This approach suggests the compatibility of systems ideas with the conventional social work of the 1960s and 1970s, and indicates no wish to overturn it. Also, systems theory was at this time perceived as consistent with and a potentially valid contributor to radical theory. Leonard (1975: 48) , for example, proposes that: 'It would be more profitable . . . to rescue systems theory from the grasp of the apologists of existing institutions and to use it for the purposes of understanding and changing these institutions. ' Examining the reactive explanation of the impact of systems theory on social work, then, there were clear reactions against psychodynamic, traditional or classical social work, both from behavioural and radical agendas. However, in the early stages of systems theory's impact on social work, it was not reacting against, but was compatible with or supportive of other views of social work. It could even be interpreted as compatible with radical ideas that were themselves critical of traditional psychodynamic social work.
The Developmental View
If the impact of systems theory on social work is explained neither by intrinsic nor reactive explanations, is the developmental explanation valid? The proposition would be that while its mere availability did not drive its influence and it did not form part of the 1970s movement against traditional psychodynamic social work, it added a beneficial extra to social work thinking.
Examining the early texts on systems theory in social work, a number of claims may be identified. Davies (1977: 102-3) summarizes them in seven arguments, that systems theory:
4. permits the use of a well-established existing range of intervention techniques; 5. positions social workers as participants in clients' autonomous efforts to work on their problems, rather than as 'expert' therapists; 6. emphasizes the clients' capacity to affect their own circumstances; 7. permits work in one-to-one, group and community situations.
Many of these are also presented by Stein (1971: 138) . However, the essential contribution characteristic of systems approaches in social work theory is claimed to be their 'integrated' (Pincus and Minahan, 1973) or 'unitary' (Goldstein, 1973) character. Specht's (1977: 28-9 ) discussion makes it clear that this was conceived as integrating one-to-one casework, with family, group, community and organizational interventions. Thus, the 'holism' of systems theory was an important aspect of its attraction.
Particular factors were at work in the UK. First, as Parsloe (1975) noted at the time, American social work was practised in a fragmented agency system, whereas the integration of British social services departments presented a more comprehensive pattern of service. Second, there were ambitions to develop a range of interventions: for example, there are reports of groupwork and community work developments in social services. Third, the radical attack on psychodynamic practice seemed to require incorporation of a range of explanatory factors, at psychological and societal levels in social workers' thinking. The value of systems approaches was that they accommodated this range of approaches successfully in one overall model. Indeed, Roberts (1990) sees the period of systems theory's importance as an aspect of a movement in social work towards integrated social work theory, which was far wider than systems theory, although including it.
However, in a retrospective view of the period Jones (1996: 200) suggests that systems theory had the advantage for some social work courses that it was atheoretical, in that it permitted a wide range of theory to be used in an eclectic way. This view is supported by American (Jayaratne, 1978; Kolevson and Maycrantz, 1982) and British studies (DHSS, 1978: 134-6; Curnock and Hardiker, 1979) of the period that demonstrated minimal explicit theoretical allegiances.
Assessing the developmental view, therefore, we may identify writers who considered that systems theory offered advantages over other social work practice theories. However, this was in a context in which there was a movement towards integration of theory and systems theory offered an apparently atheoretical basis for practice. While some developments achieved by incorporating systems theory in social work were claimed, then, there is room for doubt whether they were in fact used in practice.
The Contextual View
This view claims that the impact of systems theory derives from the social and political context in which its ideas became available. The proposition is that the Journal of Social Work 2(3) social environment in which systems theory made its appearance permitted or encouraged its development and incorporation in social work.
The nature of this argument may be seen in publications at the time of systems theory's major impact on social work. Specht and Vickery (1977: 15) argue that: 'Societal changes of the last fifteen years, recent developments in social work practice, new additions to the knowledge base of social work and current reorganization of the social services have led to an intensified interest in conceptions for integrating methods of practice. ' Vickery (1977: 41-3) , in the same volume, argues that the development of social services departments and the development of genericism in practice models, both during the early 1970s, created a new situation in British social work. These developments sought to unify both specialization by field of practice (e.g. child care, mental health) and by method (e.g. casework, groupwork and community work) to prevent the fragmentation of services in their response to the interlocking character of social problems. Olsen (1978: 1) similarly argues that the decision to reorganize the personal social services into a generic service was made without recognition that a model of practice would be needed that implemented the aspiration for unified provision. Davies (1977: 81-2) contended that the formation of social services departments forced British social work to abandon a therapeutic emphasis on ego psychology and adopt a broad range of explanatory theories. However, systems theory offered a way of integrating these and avoiding a 'cafeteria' approach to the use of theory. Parsloe (1975: 11-12) suggested that the introduction of unified social services departments increased demand and made social work more politically and publicly prominent. Systems theory offered the possibilities of rationing resources, setting priorities and dealing with problems arising from generic practice.
All these statements made in the period of systems theory's greatest impact suggest that its interest for these major interpreters lay in its capacity to enable social work in the UK to respond to major organizational and professional change. Jordan (1977: 448) , in a famous attack, argued that this was the predominant reason for the model's adoption: 'Its appeal lies in the integration not only of the social worker's role, but also of the social services department as an organization.' The holistic aspect of systems theory appeared to address the generic, unitary nature of social work as it had been reorganized and offered a way of understanding the complexities of a new organization's very broad role.
However, this unitary nature was always ambiguous. The DHSS (1978) study of social services teams noted that although generic work was widely implemented, it nearly always permitted a bias in the caseloads, so that there was de facto specialization. This became more commonplace as the introduction of Approved Social Workers codified the mental health speciality and as the 1990s brought in new legislation which virtually enforced division into adult and children's services teams.
Nevertheless, there was a substantial stream of development in community social work and patch systems that proposed a wider concern for social factors in social work practice. Two of the most detailed accounts of the implementation of systems theory in British social work are part of this tradition. Currie and Parrott (1986) used a unitary approach to develop teamwork focused on community information and neighbourhood resources in a social services department area team. Holder and Wardle (1981) describe a similar series of developments in a small voluntary family social work agency, even further away from the mainstream of British social services organizations. However, the community social work approach actively promoted by the Barclay Report (1982) and the work of Hadley and his colleagues (Hadley and Hatch, 1981; McGrath, 1980, 1984) began to falter in the face of the increased specialization demanded by the end of the 1980s by the new child protection and community care legislation.
The evidence, then, suggests that the developmental view has some explanations for the British situation. When first introduced assertively in the early 1970s, it offered advantages in the current politics of the development of social services departments, and was widely taken up, in spite of its disadvantages, noted above in the discussion of the alternative views of its impact. However, when the situation in social services departments changed, it lost its impact and influence, and this suggests the importance of the contextual explanation as a crucial factor.
Developments of Systems Theory
Two developments of systems theory may be identified in the literature after its initial impact in the 1970s, both occurring at similar times: ecological and ecosystems theories and networking.
Ecological and Ecosystems Theories
Two divisions are identifiable in modern social work systems theories: those with a general systems focus, discussed above, and those with an ecological focus (Payne, 1997: 136ff.) . Ecological systems theory has been particularly influential in the USA to the extent that a recent introductory social work text asserts that 'the ecosystems perspective has been almost universally accepted over the past three decades in social work' (Meyer and Mattaini, 1998: 14) . Van Wormer's (1997) account of American social work refers to a shift in social work's focus 'from the community, to the inner-psyche, to the person-inenvironment -a happy middle ground between the first and second stages of professional development' ( Van Wormer, 1997: 28) . Person-in-environment (PIE) is an adaptation of person-in-situation, a major element of psychoanalytically influenced social work of the 1950s. In addition to the influence of Meyer's ecosystems theory, Germain and Gitterman's (1980, 1996; Germain, 1979) life model focuses particularly on ecological ideas such as exchanges with, Journal of Social Work 2(3) adaptation and fit to the environment, habitat, niche and life-course. Other texts similarly focus on ecological systems as an important element of social work practice, drawing either on Meyer (e.g. Kemp et al., 1997) or Germain (e.g. Pardeck, 1996) . Many American introductory texts treat ecological theory as a fundamental part of social work ideas. For example, Shulman (1992) , while concentrating on his interactional model, assumes ecological systems theory as an underlying set of ideas. Dorfman's (1996: 26-9 ) account of clinical social work proposes that multideterminism developed from criticism of linear explanations of behaviour, and psychosocial theory based on psychoanalytic ideas developed in the direction of biopsychosocial thinking. This enabled the PIE concept to integrate behavioural and sociological explanations of social problems. Ecosystems theory offered a holistic explanation of behaviour to guide social work practice. Dorfman's appears to be a retrospective interpretation of theoretical integration, rather than a historical account of trends. Indicating ecological systems theories' enormous importance in social work academic debate in the USA, the major American academic journal, Social Service Review, carried an extensive two-part critique of ecosystems in 1996 (Wakefield, 1996a (Wakefield, , 1996b followed by defence from its supporters (Gitterman, 1996) .
These accounts maintain the integrative ideal of systems theory, enabling the sociological and the psychological, the interpersonal and the community change aspects of social work to be brought together. It facilitates a basic concept of psychoanalytic psychosocial theory, that is, the person-in-situation may be developed and adapted as the PIE.
These ideas have had almost no influence on social work in the UK. However, there are several British writers who use systems ideas. Bilson and Ross (1999) have promoted an account of systems theory drawing primarily on family therapy, with an emphasis on origins in Bateson's (1980 Bateson's ( , 1991 work, which has some connections with ecological ideas. Atherton (1989) and C. Payne (1994) , focusing on residential care, use systems concepts to assist workers in making an analysis of complex situations in which they might practise. Evans and Kearney (1996) also use systems ideas, both those of the traditional unitary approach and from family therapy, as the basis for a general text on social care practice, again focused on residential care practice, although with broader range. None of these makes use of the American social work literature. Systems theory receives no separate coverage in two recent British general texts, Davies (1997) and Adams et al. (1998) . Although they cover very broad aspects of social work, neither contains a chapter on systems theory. White (1997) in Davies covers it in relation to family therapy, and Payne (1998: 131) in Adams et al. mentions it in passing. Both have chapters that use some systems concepts, and Reigate (1997) in Davies mentions it in relation to networking.
Development of Systems Theory in Two Social Work Texts
The following analysis considers the treatment of systems theory in two introductory texts, widely used in the UK and the USA: Coulshed's Social Work Practice (UK) and Compton and Galaway's Social Work Processes (USA). I treat these as indicative of the mainstream treatment of systems theory in the two countries, and as offering evidence of my interpretation of the influence of ecological ideas. Coulshed's (1988 Coulshed's ( , 1991 Coulshed and Orme, 1998) introduction to social work was in use and constantly revised during the 1980s and 1990s in the UK. Coulshed's theoretical focus is on the debate between psychodynamic and behavioural theories of practice; she refers to systems theory primarily in relation to family therapy. However, the chapter on assessment in the first edition (Coulshed, 1988: 18-21 ) contains a case study using unitary method, referred to as such and drawing on Forder's (1976) analysis of systems in social work. By the second edition (Coulshed, 1991: 36-40) , assessment is redrawn to refer to care management, reference to unitary methods is removed and the same case study is used with greater emphasis on family therapy. In the third edition, by Orme after Coulshed's untimely death, this whole sequence is removed and the focus is wholly on care management. However, an account of systems theory derived from Pincus and Minahan (1973) is briefly discussed as the basis for empowerment and advocacy ideas, that is, working with others than the client. Coulshed's family therapy material remains, but is not, as previously, indexed to systems theory. These movements in the treatment of systems theory reflect the commentators moving away from systems theory as a fundamental part of British social work, though recognizing some of its influences, and not using ecological theory at all.
Compton and Galaway's Social Work Processes was similarly widely used and continuously developed during the last quarter of the 20th century in the USA. It was first published in 1975 around the time of the first impact of systems theory on social work, and its sixth edition was in 1999. The first few chapters present the authors' main theoretical position, although the order of the chapters varied as the book developed. The first edition contains a brief account of general systems theory, deriving from the psychological literature; Pincus and Minahan and Goldstein are cited, but not discussed. By the second edition of 1979, general systems theory gains pride of place among theoretical perspectives, with discussion of von Bertalanffy. The text focuses on general systems theory ideas such as input and feedback, and reprints Forder's (1976) article (misnaming him). It refers to Pincus and Minahan's four social work systems. Communication, role and ego psychology theories are also reviewed as theoretical bases for social work. Ecological ideas are mentioned in passing, but neither Germain nor Meyer are cited at this point. This material was maintained for the third edition (1984) . In the fourth edition (1989), however, an article by Gitterman and Germain (1976) , which would have been available for the second edition, is reprinted as 'very important in that it contributes to our Journal of Social Work 2(3) basic theoretical position' (Compton and Galaway, 1989: 113) . Ecological systems replace general systems theory as the title of the presentation of systems in the theoretical chapter (p. 123). Although some discussion of general systems concepts is retained together with role and ego psychological theories, Forder's detailed analysis is removed. The fifth edition goes further, but again changes the focus. Ecological systems theory is promoted to the first chapter, since the model of social work presented is 'built on three key concepts -the ecological perspective, the client and worker partnership, and the problem-solving process', providing 'a framework for practice in all settings and with diverse populations' (Compton and Galaway, 1994: 4) . Problem-solving becomes, for the first time, the main focus of the second chapter and the chapter on the knowledge base again loses its emphasis on ecological theory and Germain and Gitterman's paper. However, the theoretical chapter remains as before, with ecological systems theory as the basis for the presentation of systems ideas.
In this progression, we see first the impact of general systems theory in the late 1970s, even though ecological ideas were available, to be displaced by ecological theories in the 1980s, to the point where the details of general systems no longer require exposition. Ecological systems theories are first given detailed exposition, and then become an assumed background, of a further different focus on problem-solving. A further important characteristic of this progression is that there is continuing content on role and ego psychological theories and, with the fifth edition, inclusion of problem-solving, with a classic social-work theoretical position (Perlman, 1957) as a major focus. These inclusions, continuing in the sixth edition, suggest that systems theory is seen as integrating with traditional social work concepts from psychoanalysis and role theory.
Networking and Social Support
The idea of support as a role of social work has a long and controversial history, in part connected with psychoanalytic views. Bandler (1963) , in a classic paper, suggested that a particular role of social work was support of the ego, the part of the structure of the human mind that interacted with the external world. Support through interpersonal work came to be regarded as ill-defined (Payne, 1986: 23) . However, ideas of planning formal social support and informal or natural carers grew up in the 1970s (Caplan, 1974; Caplan and Killilea, 1976; Collins and Pancoast, 1976) . Several studies used general systems theory in relation to volunteer projects in local schools (Davies, 1977) , ecological systems theory in several different projects (Whittaker and Garbarino, 1983) and competence in dealing with the environment (Maluccio, 1981) .
The Barclay Report (1982) on the role and tasks of social workers, with its emphasis on community social work, stimulated a connection with network ideas (e.g. Allan, 1983 ). An important British conference (Walton, 1986) brought British and American work on informal support together. Governmental interest in the early 1980s to stimulate voluntary sector and informal Payne: The Politics of Systems Theory within Social Work care raised interest in good neighbour and other community support schemes (e.g. Abrams et al., 1989) . This led to work on the social networks of vulnerable people (Willmott, 1986 (Willmott, , 1989 Richardson and Ritchie, 1989) . In a series of studies, Seed (1980) examined the networks of people with learning disabilities, and began to develop a theoretical analysis and practical application (1987, 1990) . Wenger (1994) developed work on support networks of elderly people. Specht (1986) showed that social support applied to a wide range of social relationships and organizations, whereas social networks refer to a specific set of interrelated people. Trevillion (1988 Trevillion ( , 1992 drew upon sociological work to develop ideas about networking, that is, using networks to practise social work. He particularly used ideas of social exchange. Maguire (1991) summarizes a range of American work in this area, connecting the ideas of informal support and networking.
Examining these developments in relation to systems theory, we can draw a direct connection with psychoanalytic work, and particularly Bandler's (1963) paper, since Germain and Gitterman (1996: 25) cite it as one of the direct origins of ecological systems theory. Also, a number of works on support explicitly draw on general or ecological systems theory. Some of the people involved are the same: Whittaker and Specht contribute to both arenas. However, much of the work on voluntary-sector informal care is pragmatic in character (e.g. Payne, 1993) or derived from empirical sociological research. The theoretical analysis of writers such as Seed or Trevillion draws heavily on sociological network theory. It derives from a broad range of work on social exchange, psychology, anthropology and management studies (Scott, 1991) .
Network ideas and networking as a practice have also developed separately from social work systems theory. In the USA, networks are mentioned in passing in Germain and Gitterman's (1996) latest edition, not as a major plank of their ideas. Mattaini et al. (1998) , in effectively the latest edition of the major text on ecosystems, do not index the concept. Compton and Galaway's (1999) is the first to include networking. Person-Environment Practice (Kemp et al., 1997) , an ecological systems theory text whose authors include Whittaker, cites this work, but only in one chapter on environmental interventions. In the UK, network ideas have not been significant in the development of care management. Payne (1995) , for example, who deals with networking extensively as part of practice, does not use the concept in describing the development of care management. In the third and latest edition of Coulshed and Orme (1998) , networks achieve a few pages in a chapter on community work, unconnected with the brief remaining material on systems theory and family therapy.
Family Therapy and Systems Theory in Social Work
Considering that he spends little space on systems theory, it is perhaps significant that Howe (1987: 56) notes that: '[f]amily therapists have been enthusiastic users of systems theory', since family therapy has been the origins of important Journal of Social Work 2(3) aspects of its influence in social work. Forder's (1982: 8) review of systems theory regards family therapy as the only place at that time, soon after the height of systems theory's impact on social work, where systems approaches had been adopted in British social work. Burbach's (1996) review of familybased interventions says that family therapy emerged in the late 1950s from a need for a theoretical framework to expand on individualistic, mainly psychoanalytic, explanations in working with mentally ill people. Its theoretical base derived from communication theory approaches to the emergence of symptoms of mental illness from patterns of behaviour in families. This family-blaming approach quickly became discredited, but family therapy developed using systemic ideas from this work.
Probably the earliest family therapy text to be influential in British social work was Walrond-Skinner's (1976) text, which presented family therapy as treating 'natural systems'. She focused on the holistic character of systems, the interaction between their components, the explanation of causality and the characteristic of social systems that they generate purposive action (pp. 11-22) . A system's components may only be understood as part of the whole. So, when dealing with an individual, all aspects of their personality are relevant to the assessment. An individual and the environment surrounding him or her may be considered as a whole, and must be assessed and worked with as a whole. This clearly has importance for working with families, since it permits them to be understood and worked with as a whole, rather than as individual personalities.
However, Walrond-Skinner also explored the effect of systems ideas on family approaches, which had previously been largely psychodynamic, and two features of her analysis stand out. First, she was concerned with this relationship because she saw a systems theory approach displacing psychodynamic ideas in both social work and family therapy, but at the same time she wanted to retain at least some psychodynamic concepts within a systemic approach to family therapy.
An important feature of systems theory that is significant for modern developments is its focus on communication (see, for example, WalrondSkinner (1976: 17-20) , because in all systems, workers must examine how the components interact, and the ways in which that interaction takes place must be important to working with systems. This has been particularly important to family therapists, who focus on patterns of communication in the family system. Hanson (1995) , for example, giving a general account of systems theory relevant to social work, draws on research such as Bateson et al.'s (1963) double bind and Watzlawick's (Watzlawick and Jackson, 1967) family therapy tradition in her discussion of communication. This significantly avoids the more psychological, micro-training focus of some work on communication in social work, such as Nelsen's (1980) and Lishman's (1994) texts. Janzen and Harris (1997: 14) , in an authoritative text on family therapy, argue that 'aspects of systems theory are inherent in all of the approaches to family treatment '. Seligman (1994: 161) , reviewing the impact of different theoretical schools of family therapy on British social work, argues that 'both schools claimed to view the family as a system and drew upon general systems theory'. I have already shown that recent British texts such as Bilson and Ross (1999) and Evans and Kearney (1996) on systems theory in social work draw on family therapy as a main source of systems ideas. Preston-Shoot and Agass (1990) , in a text attempting to combine psychodynamic and systems ideas in social work, also focus on family therapy ideas as a significant source.
Examining the use of systems ideas in family therapy reveals basic concepts from general systems theory seeking to develop beyond psychodynamic ideas in the 1960s. Unlike social work, however, the theoretical development has drawn particularly on communication theory and has not used ecological ideas. Family therapy has developed alongside social work, drawing some social workers in but becoming a different form of therapeutic practice. These ideas have been imported into social work by social workers with an involvement in family therapy. However, these ideas are separate in their development and use from general and ecological systems theory in social work. The treatment of family therapy as unconnected with systems theory in social work in the third edition of Coulshed and Orme's (1998) text, discussed above, is an example of this separate development.
Conclusion
The three preceding sections have reviewed evidence from social work writing about the relationship of systems theory to social work. In the section on the initial impact of systems theory, the development of the social work literature on systems theory suggests that there were arguments that it would make a beneficial contribution to existing social work theory, mainly in the area of multicausality and its integrative character.
These had a significant effect on American social work, because it enabled the integration of wider social interventions with dominant forms of interpersonal casework, which had been under attack. Writers about systems theory specifically set out to demonstrate its connections with traditional social work ideas, such as the person-in-situation. In this, it was seen as different from radical and behavioural attacks on traditional social work, which rejected traditional concepts.
The impact in the UK, though, was for different reasons. While the multicausality and integrative elements were noted and valued, the significant factor in the impact of systems theory was its value in providing a theoretical analysis enabling social workers to work in a new, large organizational structure. The contextual explanation for its impact is the most powerful one. Systems theory was eventually criticized because of its failure to provide a critique of that structure, even though some writers attempted a rapprochement between the radical and systems critiques of social services departments. The differences in Journal of Social Work 2(3) the reasons for systems theory's impact in the UK and the USA strongly support the importance of contextual explanations.
The section on developments of systems theory explored the impact and eventual dominance of ecological systems theory in American social work. At the same time, evidence was identified of the decline in the influence of systems theory in British social work, and its rejection as a basis for British social work. How may we understand these changes, and in particular the difference in response between British and American social work? I suggest that the reasons for dominance in the USA and decline in the UK are similar to the reasons for the first impact. Ecological systems theory developed a prescription for social work in the USA that provided continuity with powerful traditions of social work, and its proponents took care to make the connections. In the UK, such concepts were less strongly established, and the radical critique was more influential. In addition, the demands of the context again became dominant. The shift, initially towards community social work and then towards community care, emphasized informal community provision and social support in a context where social work was in any case less inclined towards individualized therapeutic processes, which ecological systems theory stresses. In both countries, a theoretical basis in networking ideas developed separately from systems theory, even though there were connections with it. In the UK, therefore, ecological ideas were unnecessary to sustain the more pragmatic and research-based community support and networking required by social services departments in the 1990s.
The section on family therapy explored the separate development of family therapy, although social workers have been involved in this to some extent. While in the 1970s both social work and family therapy drew on the same systems ideas, they later moved apart. Family therapy continued to emphasize the communication and general systems theory origins of its use of systems theory, and American social work stressed the integration of its own theoretical ideas into systems theory in the development of ecological theory. Completely different sets of ideas are now apparent in these different therapeutic areas. However, in the UK, the lack of influence of American ecological theory means that systems ideas used by social workers in family therapy continue to have an effect on social work thinking, although not to the same degree as ecological theory in the USA.
This analysis suggests that although the starting point with systems theory for British and American social work was broadly similar, their use of it diverged. Rather than the intrinsic merits of the theory having their impact and leading to adoption and development, what were crucial were the context and the way in which the theory was used in political relationships between groups in social work. The important factor in the theory's impact was the way in which groups used the theory as an instrument of influence to reinforce their position or oppose other groups. Systems theory sought continuity with existing social work traditions in the USA, and this was reinforced throughout the development of ecological theory. In the UK, systems theory was used to respond to organizational and social change, in a context where the American theoretical traditions were less important. When further changes arose, systems theory therefore had less of a hold and declined in importance.
A further aspect of the analysis is the interaction of the knowledge base of one profession, social work, with others. In examining the initial impact of systems theory, it was not the availability of theoretical ideas, nor even the availability of their promoters that had the greatest effect. These ideas were influential only when the social context within the profession allowed. In the USA, this was because of the theoretical turmoil that came about as psychoanalytically-based practice came under attack. The success of systems theory in that context, unlike radical and behavioural theories, was that it could be represented as a continuous development from traditional concepts, while incorporating elements of the critique of the failure to take account of social factors in explanation and practice. In the UK, its success was because it responded to organizational turmoil. It developed further in the USA because it furthered its continuity with tradition, and it declined in the UK because the organizational issues changed.
We can see, therefore, why American social work ideas do not always have impact across national boundaries, despite long-term links, a powerful American academic and professional hegemony over much of the world and a shared language. Theoretical ideas will only have an effect when they arise in a context where they can be influential. We can also see that ideas have influence across the boundaries of professions, between family therapy and social work in the UK, for example. However, there is also substantial separate development, where the requirements of the different professions vary. For family therapy, the influence of communication ideas and the importance of general systems concepts maintained development in ways that used these ideas. We saw from our analysis of Compton and Galaway's text that as ecological theory began to fulfil the needs of the American context for professional social work, the ideas important to family therapy fell away.
In general, the example of the impact and development of systems theory tells us something about how professions and their knowledge bases develop and change in relation to one another. The ideas may have power, but the social context in which they arise and the modes of influence used by the groups working with the ideas are just as important.
